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(57) ABSTRACT

A semiconductor device for electron emission in a vacuum
comprises a stack of two or more semi-conductor layers of N
and P type according to sequence N/(P)/N forming a juxta-
position of two head-to-tail NP junctions, in materials
belonging to the III-N family, two adjacent layers forming an
interface. The semiconductor materials of the layers of the
stack close to the vacuum, where the electrons reach a high
energy, have a band gap Eg>c/2, where ¢ is the electron
affinity of the semiconductor material, the P-type semicon-
ductor layer being obtained partially or completely, by doping
impurities of acceptor type or by piezoelectric effect to
exhibit a negative fixed charge in any interface between the
layers, a positive bias potential applied to the stack supplying,
to a fraction of electrons circulating in the stack, the energy
needed for emission in the vacuum by an emissive zone of an
output layer.
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1
SEMICONDUCTOR DEVICE FOR
ELECTRON EMISSION IN A VACUUM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application is a National Stage of International patent
application PCT/EP2012/064346, filed Jul. 20, 2012, which
claims priority to foreign French patent application no. FR
1102286, filed on Jul. 22, 2011.

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The invention relates to the sources of so-called cold elec-
trons using a semiconductor diode.

BACKGROUND

Today’s electron sources integrated in power microwave
amplifier tubes use the thermoelectronic emission obtained
by heating electron sources called thermionic cathodes, to
temperatures in the vicinity of 1000° C. Because of the physi-
cal principle used, these cathodes are limited in terms of
emitted electron current and of lifespan, and also include the
drawback of taking a fairly long time, of the order of a minute,
to obtain the stabilized emission of electrons when they are
heated, or switched on.

To circumvent these limitations and improve the efficiency
of electron tubes with thermionic emission source, for
example, in the case of power traveling wave tubes (TWT),
solutions using an emission of electrons with the aid of cold
semiconductor sources have been studied to replace the ther-
mionic emission. These types of emissions by cold sources
exploit the internal emission of avalanche ionization type or
the field emission of tunnel effect type to emit or extract
electrons from the semiconductor material.

In a first solution for producing cold electron sources, the
emission of electrons is obtained from a PN diode made of
silicon or of gallium arsenide, forward biased, the P zone
being placed on the surface which is covered by a layer of
cesium oxide. The role of this layer of cesium is two-fold:

to create a depletion zone by the dipole induced on the

surface by this oxide where the electrons gain energy in
the electrical field prevailing therein,

to lower the output work of the material in order to facilitate

the emission of the electrons in the vacuum.

Cesium oxide is, however, chemically unstable and the
diode has to be made to work in a powerful vacuum to
increase its lifespan. Even in these conditions, the layer of
oxide degrades too rapidly for the device to be able to be used
in the tubes. Furthermore, the maximum energy that the elec-
trons can acquire is limited to the curvature of the bands in the
vicinity of the surface and is, at best, of the order of the band
gap of the materials used (typically less than 2 eV). The
energy acquired by the electrons on passing through this zone
is therefore less than the electron affinity of these materials
which is of the order of 4 eV. Most of the electrons cannot
therefore acquire sufficient energy to be emitted into the
vacuum and only a small fraction, the most energetic of the
electron distribution, leaves the material, hence low emission
efficiency.

In a variant of this first solution, a metal of low electron
affinity (LaB, for example) replaces the layer of cesium
oxide. The structure produced is used in diode mode, the
electrical contacts being taken on the N-doped part of the
diode and on the metal of low electron affinity. However, the
gain in emission obtained by lowering the electron affinity
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2

using the material placed on the surface is wiped out by the
energy losses induced by the collisions of the hot electrons
with the network of the metal passed through.

A second solution uses a PN diode made of silicon or of
gallium arsenide that is reverse biased beyond its avalanche
breakdown voltage, the N zone being placed on the surface. In
this approach, the current is obtained by avalanche multipli-
cation and only the electrons that have an energy greater than
the electron affinity of the material are emitted into the
vacuum.

Given the semiconductors used, such devices have a very
low emission efficiency. To increase the emission of elec-
trons, a layer of cesium oxide is also deposited on the emis-
sive surface but, as in the first solution, the instability of this
oxide limits the lifespan of these devices.

A third avenue for producing cold electron sources exploits
the field emission. In this solution the electrons are extracted
from the material by tunnel effect using an intense external
electrical field generated by point effect, either from molyb-
denum cones as in the Spindt cathodes, or from carbon nano-
tubes. These two solutions have not however led to any appli-
cations, the Spindt cathodes undergoing an accelerated
degradation under the effect of the ion bombardment gener-
ated by the intense electrical field prevailing at the summit of
the cones, and the carbon nanotubes not emitting a sufficient
current density (effective emitted current density of the order
of 1 A/em?).

A fourth solution uses an NPN GaN bipolar transistor or
the contact of the collector layer placed on the surface is
pierced so as to allow for the emission of the electrons into the
vacuum. The forward-biased base-emitter junction allows for
the input of electrons, the reverse-biased base-collector junc-
tion makes it possible to provide the electrons with the energy
needed for their extraction from the semiconductor. The
impossibility of obtaining a strong concentration of holes at
ambient temperature for P-doped GaN results in a high base
access resistance value. This is reflected in the appearance of
a phenomenon of lateral depolarization of the base-collector
junction leading to a concentration of the current at the
periphery of the component. The effective emissive surface is
thus greatly reduced and represents no more than a small
fraction of the total surface area of the transistor which results
in a low emission efficiency.

None of the solutions described previously have to date
made it possible to produce an electron source which is both
reliable and intense enough to compete with the thermionic
cathodes used today in the power tubes.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

To mitigate the drawbacks of the cold sources of the prior
art, the invention proposes a semiconductor device for elec-
tron emission into a vacuum comprising a stack of q semi-
conductor layers, q being a number greater than or equal to 2,
of N and P type according to the sequence N/(P)/N forming a
juxtaposition of two head-to-tail NP junctions, the semicon-
ductor layers being produced in semiconductor materials
belonging to the I1I-N family, two adjacent layers of the stack
forming an interface, the stack comprising two ends, at one of
its ends, at least one emitter ohmic contact land EMT on a free
surface of a first layer L1 of the stack and, at the other end, at
least one collector electrical contact land COL (which will
preferentially be of Schottky type) on a part of another free
surface of an output layer L5 in contact with the vacuum for
the emission of the electrons by an emissive zone of said
output layer L5, characterized in that the semiconductor
materials of the layers of the stack close to the vacuum, where
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the electrons reach a high energy, have a band gap Eg whose
value satisfies the following inequality: Eg>c/2, in which ¢ is
the electron affinity of the semiconductor material, the P-type
semiconductor layer being obtained partially or completely
by piezoelectric effect so as to exhibit a negative fixed charge
in any one of the interfaces between the layers of the stack, the
piezoelectric effect being of spontaneous and/or constrained
type, the device comprising biasing means for applying a
positive bias potential to one of the contact lands relative to a
reference potential applied to the other contact land so as to
forward bias the junction set to the reference potential and
reverse bias the one set to the positive bias potential, the
internal electrical field induced by the positive bias potential
applied to the stack of semiconductor layers supplying, to a
fraction of the electrons circulating in said stack, the energy
needed for their emission into the vacuum by the emissive
zone of the output layer L5.

Inaparticular embodiment of the electron emission device,
the stack comprises, between its two ends, the first layer L1 of
N type, a layer L3 of P type, a layer L4 of N type and the
output layer L5 of N type on the layer L4, the positive bias
potential being applied to the collector electrical contact of
the output layer L5, the reference potential being applied to
the electrical contact of the first layer 1.

In aparticular embodiment, the negative fixed charge in the
stack is also obtained by doping of the layer L3 with impuri-
ties of acceptor type.

In another particular embodiment, the negative fixed
charge is also obtained between the layer L4 and the first layer
L1 partly by doping of the layer L3 partly with impurities of
acceptor type and partly by piezoelectric effect by the choice
of'the chemical composition of the layer L1, said layer having
a composition of the Al Ga, N or Al In, N type and the
layers 1.3, L4 and L5 having a composition of the Al Ga, N
or Al In, N type with x greater than 0 and less than or equal
to 1 and with y greater than or equal to 0 and less than 1 and
such that x>y.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises a semiconductor layer [.2 between the first
layer L1 and the layer [.3 of P type, the adjacent layers .2 and
L3 exhibiting a composition difference such that a piezoelec-
tric charge of negative sign appears at the interface of these
layers.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
composition of the semiconductor material of the layer L2 is
different from the composition of the material of the layer [.1
such that a positive piezoelectric charge appears at the inter-
face between these two layers.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the output layer
L5 of N type and, between the first layer [.1 and the output
layer L5, a layer 14 of N type, the negative charge being
obtained between the layer [.4 and the first layer L1 by piezo-
electric effect only.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the output layer
L5 of N type and, between the first layer [.1 and the output
layer L5, a layer .2 of P type and a layer L4 of N type, with
a doping less than 5 10*” cm™, the negative charge being
induced by piezoelectric effect at the interface between these
said adjacent layers by the choice of the chemical composi-
tion of the layers L1 to L4, said layers will have a composition
of'the Al Ga, N or Al In, N type for the layers [.1 and [.2
and of the Al Ga, N or ALIn, N type for the layers .3 and
L4 with x greater than 0 and less than or equal to 1 and with
y greater than or equal to 0 and less than 1 and such that x>y.
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In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the output layer
L5 of N type and, between the first layer [.1 and the output
layer L5, a layer [.2 of N type and a layer .4 of N type, the
negative charge being induced by piezoelectric effect at the
interface between two layers.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises a semiconductor layer .2 of any type having
a thickness less than 200 nm adjacent to the first layer L1.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
output layer L5 of N type is doped between 10*® cm™ and
10%° cm™ and is of a thickness t less than or equal to 50 nm.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
semiconductor layer .4 of N or P type adjacent to the output
layer L5 has a doping less than 5 10'”7 cm™ and is of a
thickness less than or equal to 100 nm.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
doped semiconductor layer L3 of P type between some 10*®
cm™> and some 10*° cm™> arranged between the output layer
L5 and the first layer [.1 has a thickness less than 200 nm.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack comprises a semiconductor layer [.2 between the first
layer L1 and the layer L3 of any type having a thickness less
than 200 nm adjacent to the layer L1.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
first doped layer L1 of N type between some 10'® cm™ and
some 10%° cm™ is of any thickness.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
composition of the semiconductor materials of the adjacent
layers L1 and L4 is chosen so as to exhibit a composition
difference such that a piezoelectric charge of negative sign
appears at the interface between these layers .1 and 4.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
semiconductor materials of the adjacent layers [.2 and 1.4
exhibit a composition difference such that a piezoelectric
charge of negative sign appears at the interface of these layers.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
layers L1 and/or .2 are chosen from the semiconductor mate-
rials:

Al Ga, N, In,Ga, N, AL In, N or (In)Al,_),Ga, N

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
layers .1 and/or .2 being of In, ;Al¢; N, the other layers of the
stack are of GaN so that the mesh parameters of these layers
are identical.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
layer L3 being doped between some 10'%¢cm™ and some
10*°cm™> at a thickness less than 200 nm.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
stack is produced from a substrate chosen from gallium
nitride or GaN, silicon carbide or SiC, silicon or Si, sapphire
or ALO;.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
emitter ohmic contact land on the first layer L1 is on a periph-
eral zone of said layer L1, to receive the bias potential.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
emitter ohmic contact land on the layer L1 is arranged at the
periphery to form a closed contour.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
emitter ohmic contact land on the first layer L.1 comprises two
contact parts arranged at the periphery and facing one
another.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
two emitter ohmic contact parts are 1 to 10 um away from the
collector mesa consisting of the layers 1.2 to L5.
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In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
emitter ohmic contact land is on the rear face of the first layer
L1, on a zone of said first layer L1 vertically in line with the
emissive zone.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
collector electrical contact land on the output layer L5 is a
Schottky contact land arranged on a peripheral zone of said
output layer L5, to receive the bias voltage.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
collector electrical contact land on the output layer L5 is
arranged at the periphery to form a closed contour.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
output layer L5 comprises two collector electrical contact
lands arranged at the periphery of said layer and facing one
another at a distance of between 1 pm and 100 pm.

In another embodiment ofthe electron emission device, the
first layer L1 and the output layer L5 each comprise a multi-
tude of mutually parallel contact lands separated by a distance
of between 1 um and 100 pm.

One main aim of the device for emitting electrons into a
vacuum according to the invention is to obtain an emitted
electron current that is greater than that of the electron emis-
sion devices of the prior art.

Other aims are to improve the lifespan and reduce the bulk
of the devices for emitting electrons into a vacuum.

The proposed structure is made up of a stack of semicon-
ductor layers of N/(P)/N type, produced in semiconductor
materials belonging to the I[1I-N family, in which the P zone is
not electrically connected and is obtained partially or wholly
by doping with impurities of acceptor type (layer .3) or by
piezoelectric effect. This effect will be obtained by a suitable
choice of chemical compositions of the materials making up
the layers of the stack such that the spontaneous and/or con-
strained piezoelectric effect causes a negative fixed charge to
appear between any one of the interfaces situated between
two adjacent layers of the stack.

The stack thus produced is formed from the juxtaposition
of two junctions mounted head-to-tail, of which a few
examples of possible stacks are described hereinbelow. The
application of a positive voltage to one of the electrodes of the
diode makes it possible to forward bias the junction whose
contact is set to the reference potential (for example a ground
M) and, in reverse, the one whose contact is set to the positive
voltage. If the density of negative charges is sufficient, the
internal electrical field induced by the positive voltage
applied can be sufficiently intense to supply a fraction of the
electrons circulating in the device with the energy needed for
their emission into the vacuum. This fraction will be all the
greater when the material chosen has a large band gap. To this
end, the specific properties of the compounds of the family of
materials Al,Ga, N, In,Ga, ,N,AlIn, Nor(In,Al, ) Ga,
*«N make them particularly interesting for this type of device.

For Al,Ga, N for example, we have:

1—presence of energy levels greater than an electron-volt,

2—band gap of between approximately 3.4 and 6.2 eV
when x varies from O to 1.

The result of these properties is that the electrons, under the
effect of the electrical field, will have a high average energy
and a significant fraction of these electrons will be present at
energies greater than the electron affinity of the material. The
electron emission will then be able to be obtained without it
being necessary to deposit a material with low electron affin-
ity on the emissive surface.

In addition to the fact that it is not necessary to use such
materials, a second advantage results from the implementa-
tion that we have prioritized. The method selected for heating
the electron gas in the emission device according to the inven-

15

20

25

40

45

55

6

tion is in fact much more effective than that used for the
thermionic cathodes because it is selective. Unlike these ther-
mionic devices, not all of the material is heated, only the free
carriers via the internal electrical field induced by the power-
ing up of the diode. Electron temperatures of several tens of
thousands of degrees are thus possible in materials with large
band gap such as those belonging to the III-N family. The
temperature of the network, determined by Joule’s law, then
remains lower than that of the electron gas by several orders
of magnitude. This is why the term “cold cathode” is used,
since the network is, in relation to the electrons emitted into
the vacuum, much colder.

For its part, the choice of the NPN structure is dictated by
the material. The P-type doping of this family of semicon-
ductors is in fact much more difficult to produce than the
N-type doping which is well controlled. The access resistance
of N-doped layers is thus several orders of magnitudes lower
than that of P-doped layers. The biasing of the device through
exclusively N-doped layers, made possible with this type of
stack according to the invention, improves the distribution of
the current in the component and makes it possible to obtain
a much more intense and spatially uniform emission than if
one of the electrical contacts was taken on a P-doped layer. A
gain of 3 to 4 orders of magnitude on the emitted current is
expected with this method.

A shrewd choice of the chemical compositions of the mate-
rials forming the two junctions of the diode will also make it
possible to supply the electrons with additional energy. This
input will be equal to the discontinuity of the conduction
bands which appears at the interface of these two junctions as
in structures of Al Ga, N/GaN or Al In, N/GaN type for
example (see FIG. 13).

In order to optimize the electron emission, the N-doped
layer situated on the surface of the stack will have to be thin
and strongly doped. Typically, this layer will have to have a
thickness of less than 50 nm and a doping greater than some
10'® cm . Ideally, the thickness and the doping thereof will
be chosen in such a way that, when the component is biased in
emission, the non-depleted part of this layer will be suffi-
ciently thin to minimize the cooling of the electrons which
pass through it but thick enough to avoid the lateral depolar-
ization of the reverse-biased diode. To allow for the emission
of the hot electrons, the electrical contact of the N-doped
layer situated on the surface is pierced.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention will be better understood from examples of
embodiments, with reference to the indexed drawings in
which:

FIGS. 1 to 7 show simplified cross-sectional views of dif-
ferent embodiments of the electron emission device accord-
ing to the invention;

FIGS. 8 to 12 show different operations of the electron
emission device according to the invention;

FIG. 13 shows a configuration of the emission device
according to the invention producing a conduction band dis-
continuity;

FIG. 14a shows a cross-sectional view of a variant of the
emission device according to the invention;

FIG. 145 shows a side view of an output layer of the device
of FIG. 14a.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 shows a cross-sectional view of a first embodiment
of the electron emission device according to the invention.
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In this first embodiment, a substrate (2) with nucleation
layers (4) comprises a stack of semiconductor layers:
afirstlayer L1 (10) of N type doped between 10*® cm™ and
10%° cm and of thickness t between 0.1 um and 3 pm,

on the first layer L1, a layer L3 (30) of P type doped
between 10'® cm™ and 10*° cm™ and of thickness
between 5 nm and 100 nm,

on the layer L3, a layer .4 (40) having a doping of P or N

type less than some 10'® cm™ and of a thickness t
between 0 nm and 100 nm,

an output layer L5 (50) on top of the layer L4 of N type

doped between 10*® cm= and 10*° cm™ and of thick-
ness between 5 nm and 50 nm.

The layers 1.3, L4 and L5 partially cover the layer L1 so as
to leave a free surface (90) on this layer L1 for an emitter
ohmic land EMT 94 intended to receive a reference potential,
for example the potential of a ground M.

The output layer L5 comprises an outer surface (100) in
contact with the vacuum comprising, on a part of the outer
surface, a collector electrical land COL 104 for the applica-
tion of a positive bias Vice relative to the reference potential
M. Another part of the outer surface 100 of the layer L5 is an
emissive surface 108 of the output layer L5 through which the
emission of the electrons into the vacuum is performed.

In the embodiment of FIG. 1, the negative fixed charge o~
is obtained by doping the layer L3 with impurities of acceptor
type.

FIG. 2 shows a cross-sectional view of a second embodi-
ment of the electron emission device according to the inven-
tion.

In this second embodiment, comprising the stack of layers
L1, L3, L4, L5 of FIG. 1, a negative fixed charge (07) is
obtained partly by doping of the layer L3 with impurities of
acceptor type and partly by piezoelectric effect obtained at the
interface between the layers [.1 and [.3 by a suitable choice of
the chemical composition of said layers.

FIG. 3 shows a cross-sectional view of a third embodiment
of the electron emission device according to the invention.

In the embodiment presented in FIG. 3, a layer L2 is added
to the stack presented in FIG. 1, having a doping of P or N type
less than some 10'7 cm™ and of a thickness t less than 50 nm.

In this embodiment of FIG. 3, a negative charge o~ is
obtained by piezoelectric effect at the interface between the
P-doped layer L3 and the layer [.2. The layer .2 exhibits a
composition difference with the layer L1 such that a positive
charge o+ by piezoelectric effect appears in the interface
between the layer [.2 and the first layer L.1. For example, the
different materials of these layers .1 and [.2 are chosen from
the following chemical compounds:

In, Al N, or ALLGa, N, or In,Ga, N or (In,Al,_)
Ga N

o

FIG. 4 shows a cross-sectional view of a fourth embodi-
ment of the electron emission device according to the inven-
tion.

In this fourth embodiment, the stack comprises, between
the first layer L1 of N type and the output layer L5 of N type,
a layer L4 for which the doping of N or P type is less than 5
10'7 cm™3. The composition difference of the layers L1 and
L4 causes a negative charge (07) to appear at the interface
between said layers as a result of the piezoelectric effect, thus
forming the two head-to-tail junctions N/(P)/N. The layer [.1
will, for example, have a composition of the Al Ga, N type
and the layer [.4 will, for example, have a composition of the
Al Ga, N type with x greater than 0 and less than or equal to
1 and with y greater than or equal to 0 and less than 1, and such
that x>y.
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FIG. 5 shows a cross-sectional view of a fifth embodiment
of the electron emission device according to the invention.

In this fifth embodiment, there is inserted, between the
layers L1 and L4 of the structure described in FIG. 4, a layer
L2 doped with P-type impurities to a level less than 5 107
cm™> and of a thickness less than or equal to 50 nm. The
chemical composition of the layers L1 and L2 is such that a
negative charge (07) induced by piezoelectric effect appears
at the interface between the two layers [.2 and [.4. The layers
L1 and L2 will, for example, have a composition of the
Al Ga, N type and the layers L4 and L5 will, for example,
have a composition of the Al Ga, N type, with x greater than
0 and less than or equal to 1 and with y greater than or equal
to 0 and less than 1, and such that x>y.

FIG. 6 shows a cross-sectional view of a sixth embodiment
of the electron emission device according to the invention.

In the case of this sixth embodiment, the chemical compo-
sition of the layer L1 of the structure proposed in FIG. 5 is
such that a positive charge (o) appears at the interface
between the layers L1 and 1.2, induced by piezoelectric effect,
and the layer [.2 is doped with impurities of N or P type to a
level less than or equal to 5 10"7 cm ™.

The structure of the electron emission device according to
the invention is similar to a bipolar transistor structure with
collector and with emitter. It thus uses the same fabrication
techniques, that are well known to a person skilled in the art,
for this type of component, except that the contact land (for
the collector) on the output layer L5 of the stack in contact
with the vacuum must only partially cover its surface. This
contact land, or ohmic land, is confined to the edges of the
layer, so as to offer an effective surface for electron emission
into the surrounding medium, i.e. the vacuum.

FIG. 7 shows a cross-sectional view of a first variant of the
emission device according to the invention.

In this first variant, all the layers of the stack have the same
covering surface area, the emitter contact land EMT is then
produced at the end of the device on the free face of the first
layer L1. The surface of the output layer L5 comprises, in this
variant, a multitude of collector contact lands COL.

The different modes of operation of the device for emitting
electrons into a vacuum according to the invention are
described hereinbelow.

FIGS. 8 to 12 show different operations of the electron
emission device according to the invention, as well as the
conduction bands in the thickness of the layers of the stack in
balance and under bias voltage.

Two modes of operation of the device can be envisaged, by
breakdown or by piercing of the reverse biased PN diode (or
junction). The mode of operation will depend on the density
of negative charges contained, for example in the layer L3,
and present at the interface between this layer 1.3 and the
adjacent layers. For GaN, operation in breakdown mode will
be obtained for a density of negative charges greater than
approximately 2 to 3x10'3/cm®. This charge density will
depend on the material used, on the dopings of the layers
forming the junction and on the thickness of the non-doped
layer inserted therein.

FIG. 8 shows a configuration comprising the layers .1, L3,
L4, L5 operating in breakdown mode. FIG. 9 shows the same
configuration with a thinner layer L3 thickness operating in
piercing mode.

FIG. 10 shows another configuration (see also FIG. 3)
comprising a stack of layers [.1, L.2, 1.3, .4, L5 operating in
breakdown mode.
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The same configuration represented in FIG. 11 having a
thinner layer L3 thickness will be able to operate in break-
down mode or in piercing mode depending on the value of the
piezoelectric charge.

FIG. 12 shows another configuration comprising the layers
L1, 1.2, L4 L5 (see also FIG. 6) with thin layers [.2 and [.4
operating in piercing or breakdown mode.

FIG. 13 shows a configuration of the emission device
according to the invention producing a conduction band dis-
continuity. In this embodiment, the chemical composition of
the layer L1 differs from those of the layers .3 to L5 in such
away as to produce a conduction band discontinuity between
the layers L1 and L.3. This discontinuity is used to give the
electrons a surplus of energy. The chemical composition of
the layers [.1 will be chosen from the family of compounds
Al Ga, ,NorAl In, N forexample, with x greater than O and
less than or equal to 1, and that of the layers 1.2 to L5 will be
chosen from the family of compounds Al,Ga, N or AL In,_
N for example, with y greater than or equal to 0 and less than
1, and will be such that x>y.

The electron emission by the device according to the inven-
tion will occur when the electrical field prevailing within the
reverse-biased junction is greater than the avalanche ionizing
field, the P-doped layer, floating, being able to be partially or
totally depleted as indicated schematically in FIGS. 8 and 10
and in FIGS. 9, 11 and 13 respectively. The piercing mode
(see FIGS. 9, 11 and 13) will be obtained by a density of
negative charges o~ less than approximately 2 to 3x10"3/cm?
for GaN and will also depend on the materials, dopings and
thicknesses used. Ideally in this mode of operation, the junc-
tion will be biased at the threshold of'its avalanche breakdown
voltage. This implementation will require an accurate control
of'the density of negative charges (therefore of the doping and
of the thickness of the layer .3 as well as of the fixed charge
obtained by piezoelectric effect). Typically, the layer [.3 will
have a thickness less than 100 nm and a doping greater than
some 10'® cm™>.

In this solution according to the invention, the energy is
supplied selectively to the electrons using an internal electri-
cal field. This method thus makes it possible to avoid the
application of an intense external electrical field or heating
the cathode to obtain an emission of electrons. Coupled with
the use of semiconductors with large band gap, this imple-
mentation makes it possible to bring the electrons to energies
greater than the electron affinity of these materials which
frees us from the need to use specific materials to lower the
output work such as Cs,O or LaB for example. This solution
therefore makes it possible to exceed the limitations of the
existing solutions (thermionic cathodes), overcomes the
imperfections of the solutions under study (Spindt cathodes,
nanotubes) and makes it possible to consider the production
of electron sources which are simultaneously more intense,
having an increased reliability as well as a response time that
is much faster than those of the prior art.

FIG. 14a shows a cross-sectional view of a variant of the
emission device according to the invention. FIG. 145 shows a
side view of an output layer, of the device of FIG. 14a.

In the electron emission devices of FIGS. 1 to 6, the stack
of semiconductor layers comprises a single emitter ohmic
contact land EMT on a free surface of the first layer [.1 of the
stack and, at the other end, a single collector electrical contact
land COL on a part of another free surface of an output layer
LS in contact with the vacuum.

These contact land configurations are not limiting and can
be produced, either by two contact parts, or by contacts on the
outline of the layers, or by a multitude of Schottky contacts
arranged in parallel on the output layer L5.
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FIGS. 144 and 145 show possible contact configurations of
a stack comprising a first layer L1 having a single emitter
ohmic contact land EMT 200 and, partially covering the layer
L1, a stack of layers L3, .4 and the output layer L5.

Electrical contacts COL 204 are arranged regularly on the
surface of the layer L5 and are electrically connected by a
single collector electrical contact 206. The electron emission
will take place between each consecutive contact 204. The
distance between two contacts 204 arranged on the surface is
between 1 and 100 pm.

The solution proposed by the device for emitting electrons
into a vacuum according to the invention makes it possible, by
comparison to the thermionic cathodes, to cover, at lower
cost, the range of powers from 10 to 100 W. Furthermore, the
emission device according to the invention makes it possible
to produce cold cathodes exhibiting response times that are
several orders of magnitudes faster.

The invention claimed is:

1. A semiconductor device for electron emission in a
vacuum, comprising: a stack of q semiconductor layers, q
being a number greater than or equal to 2, of N and P type
according to a sequence N/(P)/N forming a juxtaposition of
two head-to-tail NP junctions, the semiconductor layers
being produced in semiconductor materials belonging to a
III-N family, two adjacent layers of the stack forming an
interface, the stack comprising two ends, at one of its ends at
least one emitter ohmic contact land on a free surface of a first
layer L1 of the stack and, at the other end, at least one col-
lector electrical contact land on a part of another free surface
of an output layer L5 in contact with the vacuum for the
emission of electrons by an emissive zone of said output layer
L5, said semiconductor materials of the layers of the stack
close to the vacuum, where the electrons reach a high energy,
having a band gap Eg whose value satisfies a following
inequality: Eg>c/2, where ¢ is an electron affinity of the
semiconductor material, the P-type semiconductor layer
being obtained partially or completely by piezoelectric effect
s0 as to exhibit a negative fixed charge (07) in any one of
interfaces between the layers of the stack, the piezoelectric
effect being of a spontaneous and/or constrained type, said
device further comprising: biasing means for applying a posi-
tive bias potential (Vce) to one of contact lands relative to a
reference potential (M) applied to the other contact land so as
to forward bias a junction set to the reference potential (M)
and reverse bias the one set to the positive bias potential
(Vce), an internal electrical field induced by the positive bias
potential applied to the stack of semiconductor layers supply-
ing, to a fraction of the electrons circulating in said stack, the
energy needed for their emission in the vacuum by the emis-
sive zone of the output layer L5,

the stack comprising: between its two ends, the first layer

L1 of N type, a layer L3 of P type, a layer L4 of N or P
type and the output layer L5 of N type on the layer L4,
the positive bias potential being applied to the electrical
contact of the collector of the output layer L5, the refer-
ence potential being applied to the electrical contact of
the first layer L1; and a semiconductor layer [.2 between
the first layer L1 and the layer L3 of P type, wherein
adjacent layers 1.2 and [.3 exhibit a composition differ-
ence such that a piezoelectric charge of negative sign
appears at an interface of these layers, wherein a com-
position of the semiconductor material of the layer .2 is
different from a composition of the material of the layer
L1 in such a way that a positive piezoelectric charge (0+)
appears at an interface between these two layers.
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2. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the negative fixed charge (07) in the stack is also
obtained by doping of the layer [.3 with impurities of acceptor
type.

3. A semiconductor device for electron emission in a
vacuum, comprising: a stack of q semiconductor layers, q
being a number greater than or equal to 2, of N and P type
according to a sequence N/(P)/N forming a juxtaposition of
two head-to-tail NP junctions, the semiconductor layers
being produced in semiconductor materials belonging to a
III-N family, two adjacent layers of the stack forming an
interface, the stack comprising two ends, at one of its ends at
least one emitter ohmic contact land on a free surface of a first
layer L1 of the stack and, at the other end, at least one col-
lector electrical contact land on a part of another free surface
of an output layer L5 in contact with the vacuum for the
emission of electrons by an emissive zone of said output layer
L5, said semiconductor materials of the layers of the stack
close to the vacuum, where the electrons reach a high energy,
having a band gap Eg whose value satisfies a following
inequality: Eg>c/2, where ¢ is an electron affinity of the
semiconductor material, the P-type semiconductor layer
being obtained partially or completely by piezoelectric effect
s0 as to exhibit a negative fixed charge (07) in any one of
interfaces between the layers of the stack, the piezoelectric
effect being of a spontaneous and/or constrained type, said
device further comprising: biasing means for applying a posi-
tive bias potential (Vce) to one of contact lands relative to a
reference potential (M) applied to the other contact land so as
to forward bias a junction set to the reference potential (M)
and reverse bias the one set to the positive bias potential
(Vcee), an internal electrical field induced by the positive bias
potential applied to the stack of semiconductor layers supply-
ing, to a fraction of the electrons circulating in said stack, the
energy needed for their emission in the vacuum by the emis-
sive zone of the output layer L5,

the stack comprising: between its two ends, the first layer

L1 of N type, a layer L3 of P type, a layer L4 of N or P
type and the output layer L5 of N type on the layer L4,
the positive bias potential being applied to the electrical
contact of the collector of the output layer L5, the refer-
ence potential being applied to the electrical contact of
the first layer L1 wherein the negative fixed charge is
also obtained between the layer [.4 and the first layer L1
partly by doping of the layer L3 with impurities of
acceptor type and partly by piezoelectric eftect by the
choice of the chemical composition of the layer L1, said
layer having a composition of Al Ga, N or Al In, N
type and the layers [.3, L4 and L5 having a composition
of the Al Ga, N or Al In, N type with x greater than 0
and less than or equal to 1 and with y greater than or
equal to 0 and less than 1 and such that x>y.

4. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the
output layer L5 of N type and, between the first layer .1 and
the output layer L5, a layer .4 of N type, the negative charge
(07) being obtained between the layer 1.4 and the first layer
L1 by piezoelectric effect.

5. A semiconductor device for electron emission in a
vacuum, comprising: a stack of q semiconductor layers, q
being a number greater than or equal to 2, of N and P type
according to a sequence N/(P)/N forming a juxtaposition of
two head-to-tail NP junctions, the semiconductor layers
being produced in semiconductor materials belonging to a
III-N family, two adjacent layers of the stack forming an
interface, the stack comprising two ends, at one of its ends at
least one emitter ohmic contact land on a free surface of a first
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layer L1 of the stack and, at the other end, at least one col-
lector electrical contact land on a part of another free surface
of an output layer L5 in contact with the vacuum for the
emission of electrons by an emissive zone of said output layer
L5, said semiconductor materials of the layers of the stack
close to the vacuum, where the electrons reach a high energy,
having a band gap Eg whose value satisfies a following
inequality: Eg>c/2, where ¢ is an electron affinity of the
semiconductor material, the P-type semiconductor layer
being obtained partially or completely by piezoelectric effect
s0 as to exhibit a negative fixed charge (07) in any one of
interfaces between the layers of the stack, the piezoelectric
effect being of a spontaneous and/or constrained type, said
device further comprising: biasing means for applying a posi-
tive bias potential (Vce) to one of contact lands relative to a
reference potential (M) applied to the other contact land so as
to forward bias a junction set to the reference potential (M)
and reverse bias the one set to the positive bias potential
(Vce), an internal electrical field induced by the positive bias
potential applied to the stack of semiconductor layers supply-
ing, to a fraction of the electrons circulating in said stack, the
energy needed for their emission in the vacuum by the emis-
sive zone of the output layer L5,

wherein the stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the

output layer L5 of N type and, between the first layer L1
and the output layer L5, a layer 1.2 of P type and a layer
L4 of N type, with a doping less than 5x10*7cm™>, the
negative charge being induced by piezoelectric effect at
the interface between these said adjacent layers by the
choice of a chemical composition of the layers [.1to L4,
said layers will have a composition of the Al Ga, N or
Al In, N type for the layers L1 and L2 and a chemical
composition of the Al Ga, N or Al In, N type for the
layers .3 and L4, with x greater than O and less than or
equal to 1 and with y greater than or equal to 0 and less
than land such that x>y.

6. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the stack comprises the first layer L1 of N type, the
output layer L5 of N type and, between the first layer .1 and
the output layer L5, a layer .2 of N type and a layer L4 of N
type, the negative charge being induced by piezoelectric
effect at the interface between two layers.

7. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the stack comprises a semiconductor layer [.2 of any
type having a thickness less than 200 nm adjacent to the first
layer 1.

8. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the output layer L5 of N type is doped between
10"%cm™ and 10*°cm™ and is of a thickness t less than or
equal to 50 nm.

9. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the semiconductor layer .4 of N or P type adjacent to
the output layer L5 has a doping less than 5x10'7cm™ and is
of a thickness less than or equal to 100 nm.

10. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the doped semiconductor layer L3 of P type between
some 10'%cm™ and some 10*°cm™ arranged between the
output layer L5 and the first layer L1 has a thickness less than
200 nm.

11. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the stack comprises a semiconductor layer 1.2
between the first layer L1 and the layer L3 of any type having
a thickness less than 200 nm adjacent to the layer [1.

12. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the doped first layer L1 of N type between some
10"%cm™ and some 10*°cm™ is of any thickness.
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13. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 4,
wherein a composition of the semiconductor materials of the
adjacent layers L1 and [.4 is chosen so as to exhibit a com-
position difference such that a piezoelectric charge of nega-
tive sign appears at the interface between these layers 1.1 and
L4.

14. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 5,
wherein the semiconductor materials of the adjacent layers
L2 and L4 exhibit a composition difference such that a piezo-
electric charge of negative sign appears at an interface of
these layers.

15. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the layers .1 and/or [.2 are chosen from the semi-
conductor materials:

Al Ga,N, In,Ga; N, AL In, N or (In,Al,_),Ga, ,N.

16. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein, the layers L1 and/or L2 being of In,,Alg;N, the
other layers of the stack are of GaN so that mesh parameters
of these layers are identical.

17. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the layer L3 is doped between some 10*%cm™ and
some 10°°cm™ at a thickness less than 200 nm.

18. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the stack is produced from a substrate chosen from
gallium nitride or GaN, silicon carbide or SiC, silicon or Si,
sapphire or Al,O;.

19. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the emitter ohmic contact land on the first layer L1 is
on a peripheral zone of said layer [.1, to receive the positive
bias potential.
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20. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the emitter ohmic contact land on the layer L1 is
arranged at the periphery to form a closed contour.

21. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the emitter ohmic contact land on the first layer L1
comprises two contact parts arranged at a periphery and fac-
ing one another.

22. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 21,
wherein the two emitter ohmic contact parts are from 1 to 10
um away from the collector mesa consisting of the layers [.2
to LS.

23. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the emitter ohmic contact land is on the rear face of
the first layer L1, on a zone of said first layer [.1 vertically in
line with the emissive zone.

24. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the collector electrical contact land on the output
layer L5 is a Schottky contact land arranged on a peripheral
zone of said output layer L5, to receive a bias voltage (Vcs).

25. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the collector electrical contact land on the output
layer L5 is arranged at the periphery to form a closed contour.

26. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the output layer L5 comprises two collector electri-
cal contact lands arranged at the periphery of said layer and
facing one another at a distance of between 1 pum and 100 pm.

27. The semiconductor device as claimed in claim 1,
wherein the first layer L1 and the output layer L5 each com-
prise a multitude of mutually parallel contact lands separated
by a distance of between 1 pm and 100 pm.
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